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“The jungle never stops talking. It is an endless stream of buzzing, whistling, clicking, hoots and yelps, along with an array of earthy and pungent smells in a wash of verdant colors, all conveying information to those who can interpret the jumbled code. Those who enter the jungle without a guide are like a raft of fools who set sail on the ocean—within hours they are lost and within days they die. In this great, green tangle of life, every plant is an enigma to those not initiated into the jungle’s mystery school—a translucent berry could regenerate a lost arm, a twisted vine could hold visions of another world, a handful seeds could be a cure for lycanthropy, a drop of toxin from a tiny frog could kill a hill giant. Arrayed in such mysterious splendor is the jungle of Chult, a place of secrets waiting to be discovered. There are expert guides who have studied it their entire lives, and they are still surprised by what it reveals to them.”

— Jessamine , Merchant Prince of Chult

Jessamine

Qawasha found himself studying his vegepygmy friend, Kupalué, again.

Kupalué clung to the side of a tree and held himself stock still. Only the small, greenish tendrils that sprouted from his body waved like long anemone tentacles, tasting the air and feeling for vibrations that that buzzed and wavered far beyond the range of human senses. As a druid, Qawasha found it fascinating that his friend experienced the forest in ways that he would never comprehend, but sometimes by watching Kupalué, Qawasha felt like, for just a moment, he could come close.

They had been a team for years, working as guides for Jobal the Spider, but Qawasha had known Kupalué for many more. Although he was born in Port Nyanzaru, and had grown up on its colorful streets and bustling docks, Qawasha had found himself pulled deeper and deeper into the body of the jungle. To Qawasha, the jungle was like a large house with many rooms, each one remarkable and with a different character—a mossy glade with enormous umbrella plants, their leaves forming a brilliant green canopy; a hidden pool of clear water beneath a glowing tangle of star berries; a grove of great tumtum trees soaring up like the legs of a colossal beast. There was always another face of the jungle waiting to be revealed, just beyond the next wall of vines, and Qawasha wanted to see its features.

But the main source of intrigue were the ruins. Rare and cryptic places, like the bones of dead gods that spoke of other, more ancient times; these were beyond the safety zones and trade paths through the jungle. Qawasha and all his friends knew of them as youngsters, but even to go to the known ones was to take a great risk. The jungle was filled with all manner of monsters, living and undead, each with its own way of hunting and killing unwary or unprepared prey.

As Qawasha grew stronger, it didn’t take him long before he was fast and skilled enough to outrun a ghoul or strike off a zombie’s head in one slash, and so he wanted to explore these known ruins… and perhaps one day, even find a long-forgotten one. Every day he would push himself to go deeper and deeper into the jungle, and every day he would discover more and more about its ways. Each trip he would come back with another treasure to show his family and friends—one day he would find a new plant, the next day a new frog, and the next a new snake. But when he found a ruin, even a fragment of one, that was always a day to remember.

Before the foreigners came, most Chultans did not bother with the ruins; they simply saw them as old tombs, sacred spaces, or dark places to avoid. But more and more foreigners came to Chult, and Qawasha could almost categorize those who arrived in Port Nyanzaru by their faces—the treasure hunters looking to get rich, the business–minded ones, those who represented kingdoms that desired minerals and lumber, the adventurers, those down on their luck, the misfits, and the spiritual seekers.

Tomb robbing and treasure hunting had now become common practice around the port towns of Chult; and for the most part, it was the people who dreamed of striking it rich in the ruins that walked off the boats… and were willing to pay a trusty guide good coin for a chance to find it.

The known tombs had been all but picked clean. Like the great fish of legend to the coastal fishermen, treasures were talked about by hunters, merchants and adventurers alike in the smoky taverns and on the dirt trails all over Chult—that the big treasures lay untouched and still hidden by the jungle. Rumors would spark fires of gold fever, and the tales of grisly death would snuff those fires out. Then just when the small coal of hope began to sputter and die, someone would return from the jungle with a ruby the size of a dinosaur egg, and the fire would blaze again. But the jungle did not give up its secrets without its feast of blood, and most who entered it with hopes of wealth untold never returned. So, even though the dream of a golden prize gleamed in every treasure hunter’s eye, the deep jungle was a known death trap. Even the most desperate fool would not dare venture too far. There were simply too many ways to die.

Yet it was in those jungle depths where Qawasha met Kupalué.


Jobal

Qawasha was a young man then, but already an experienced guide who knew the forest well. He had more money than most as he worked hard, and had a way with clients that inspired confidence and reassured fears, but over time, Qawasha began to see a shift. The jungles were growing more and more dangerous, and still the push from the foreigners to extract resources was increasing. At first, Qawasha saw only the money that Jobal the Spider was putting into his hand to guide miners and merchants, traders and trappers, but it wasn’t until Qawasha had lived enough years that he began to see things in Nyanzaru and in Chult going in a direction that didn’t sit well with him. Gold and money had become a creature, some great, tentacled kraken that was always reaching for more, ready to latch on and drag an unwary soul down to its suffocating abyssal lair. He saw this manifest as an unquenchable urgency from the foreigners who hacked into the forest under pain of death from far away lords, an urgency that was spread like an energetic disease to the people they encountered.

This led to Qawasha taking more and more treks into the jungle by himself. Disturbed by what he saw, Qawasha began to study druidic ways and sought out tribal elders who recognized his earnest heart, and eagerly took him under their wings, teaching him the old chants and spells. It was there he began to hear the stories of Ubtao, the god who had left because the Chultan people had become corrupt and lazy, and had lost their respect for Ubtao’s will. The more he learned, the more Qawasha wondered if he could somehow come to find Ubtao in the jungle, hidden in some ancient and forgotten shrine. If he could only find this place, this one ruin among all other ruins, perhaps he could then beg forgiveness for his people, and maybe the god would return to guide them and protect them from the madness he felt and saw all around him.

In his quest to find Ubtao, Qawasha forced himself to face the terrible dangers of the jungle. Still, the further into the unknown he pushed, the more he learned. Through the osmosis of observation—watching the trees, plants and animals of the jungle—he learned that death and life were one thing, much like the two sides of a single coin. From decay, new life is born and nourished, and from the joys and pains of the past, one gains wisdom to guide the future. He learned that in silence, another world of great aliveness comes into being with its own intelligence. But he also learned that somewhere, deep in the heart of the world, evil had become lodged like a thorn, and the pain of it could be felt in the minds and violence of mortals. The jungle was opening Qawasha up like a flower, humbling him, and making him think about his role in life in a much wiser way.

That’s when he met Kupalué.

It was a day much like any other day; Qawasha traveled to a favorite spot, several days into the jungle, a place of serenity and, he felt, a certain sacred power. As he sat on an embankment where a stream the color of black tea bubbled below, Qawasha entered a state of meditation and opened himself to the jungle. His teachers had shown him many things, the mutability of life and nature, the malleable and fluid nature of stone and earth, the connection between the elements; all these things he pondered while the jungle breathed and pulsed around him. That’s when he felt a gentle touch on his forehead. Qawasha opened one eye to see a greenish tendril retract like a snail’s eyestalk upon being touched. Connected to it, he saw a curious vegepygmy staring back at him.

“Hello, friend.” Qawasha said.
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